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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

DECENTRALIZATION AND GOVERNANCE IN TUNISIA 
prepared by 

ICMA consultants 
Richard Vengroff, University of Cor~necticut 

and 
Hatem Ben Salem, ENAICREA, Tunis 

This study and the subsequent analysis are aimed at developing a 
better understanding of: 

1) the current status of  decentralization in Tunisia; 
2) current trends in the evolution of that system; 
3) the degree to which that system contributes to good 

governance; 
4) the links between governance and democratization; and 
5) the areas of potential for successful interventions in support 

of democratization and the associated liberalization of 
markets. 

The key hypothesis which underlies the analysis on which this paper 
is based is the idea that decent ra l i za t ion ,  b o t h  as  a p r o c e s s  a n d  as  
a n  e n d  s t a t e  in  t e r m s  o f  o rgan i za t i on  a n d  ope ra t i ons ,  i s  c l o s e l y  
r e l a ted  t o  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  gove rnance  i n  c o u n t r i e s  a t  e v e r y  l e v e l  
o f  deve lopment ,  b u t  pa r t i cu l a r l y  i n  deve lop ing  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  as  
Tun i s i a .  

The relative quality of decentralization in any country (D) can be 
judged as a function of three important factors: 1) scope (S); 2) intensity 
(I); and 3) commitment (C). 

D = f (S, 1, C )  
Each of these important factors is defined in  turn and subsequently 
operationalized in terms of objectively verifiable indicators which can be 
used as the basis for analysis of the Tunisian system. 

When we regard the combination of scope, intensity and commitment 
to decentra l izat ion,  Tunis ia does reasonably wel l .  The qua l i ty  o f  
decentralization in  Tunisia places i t  in the role of one of the leaders 
among African and Middle Eastern nations. Although there is a long way to 
go, there has been considerable progress over the years. It has gone well ' 
beyond the stage of rhetoric, and although not universally endorsed by 
Tunisian political elites and intellectuals, deconcentration has become a 
valued part of the Tunisian polity. 



Based on this preliminary analysis, i t  seems reasonably safe to 
argue that Tunisia has passed a significant threshold along the way to a 
fully institutionalized system of deconcentrated power at the regional and 
municipal levels. To the extent that sound governance is developing in 
Tunisia, the program of decentralization can be said to be an important 
contributing factor. Supporting and strengthening of the process of 
deconcentration as a way of improving governance and strengthening 
democracy is clearly indicated. 

In light of these important developments, it is recommended that a 
strategy be developed to provide support to the growth of good governance 
by institutionalizing decentralized administration. The most important 
g o a l  o u g h t  to b e  to inc rease  t he  respons i ve  c a p a c i t y  of  l oca l  
administration. Three tactics seem worth pursuing: 1) improving the 
quality of elected officials and the civil service in the municipalities and 
regions; 2) increasing the quantity and quality of information available to 
local decision makers to assess policy options and make informed 
decisions; 3) support the growth of associational groups capable of 
part ic ipat ing in  the pol i t ical  process. These in turn suggest three 
practical areas for possible support by the donor community: training, 
improved communications and information, and support for associational 
groups. 

A Tunisian institution(s) which can provide support to both elected 
and admin is t ra t ive  munic ipal  of f ic ia ls  in  terms of t ra in ing,  pol icy 
analysis, applied research, documentation services and communications is 
(are) needed. A.I.D. should target its efforts at developing such a support 
institution so as to help sustain the momentum toward democratization 
already under way. 



I n t r o d u c t i o n  
f .  

The work on which this brief paper is based was undertaken in an 
effort to assist the AIDITunis, more precisely the Regional Housing and 
Urban Development Off ice (RHUDOINENA) in its efforts to support the 
Agency's Democratic Pluralism Initiative (DPI). For that purpose two 
consultants, Dr. Richard Vengroff, Dean of the Division of International 
Affairs at the University of Connecticut and Dr. Hatem Ben Salem, Director 
of CREA of ENA in Tunis, have conducted a very preliminary study of 
T.unisia's system of decentral ized management a t  the  level  o f  the 
municipalities and other relevant levels of administration. Since Tunisia 
is a uni tary state, i t  is technically inappropriate to talk about local  
government(s). 

This study and the subsequent analysis to be done are aimed at 
developing a better understanding of: 

1) the current status of decentralization in Tunisia; 
2) current trends in the evolution of that system; 
3) the degree to which that system contributes to good 

governance; 
4) the links between governance and democratization; and 
5) the areas of potential for successful interventions in support 

of democratization and the associated liberalization of 
markets. 

Using these data as a starting point, the team has elaborated a provisional 
strategy for AIDIRHUDOINENA to assist the Government and people of 
Tunisia with the process of improving the quality of governance. 

I t  should be emphasized that this analysis and the associated 
recommendations are based on a very preliminary study of the situation in 
Tunisia. Clearly, a more systematic, in  depth study of local decision 
making and decentralization in Tunisia is required before more definitive 
in ferences and  conc lus ions can be  reached.  There fo re ,  the  
recommendations included in  this report should be considered to be 
tentat ive.  Furthermore, the  current  document  requ i res  s ign i f i cant  
expansion and revisions before being finalized. The authors look forward 
to comments, suggestions and a critique from their colleagues in AID and 
the Government of Tunisia. 

We wish to thank all those in AIDITunis, particularly the staff of t h e -  
RHUDO office, and the numerous Tunisian Government officials and citizens 
who gave freely of their time and effort to assist the consultants in  the 
completion of their tasks. 



Key Working Hypotheses 

As noted in A.I.D.'s Democracy and Governance Policy Paper 
(1 991 :8), 

"the objective of  the democracy initiative is to support democratic 
po l i t i ca l  development,  helping to establ ish endur ing po l i t i ca l  
practices, inst i tut ion and values which mobi l ize part ic ipat ion, 
channel competiticn, respect basic human rights, and promote open, 
lawful and accountable governance. the focus of the Democracy 
initiative is how decisions get made: the processes, procedures .and 
values of political systems." 

From this perspective, the issue of good governance becomes critical. 
There have been numerous efforts to define governance and a broad 

debate exists regarding its many components. As a point of departure, the 
definition provided in  the Africa Bureau's draft "Governance Working 
Paper" (Charlick, 1992: 2) which draws on the work of Hyden (1 991 ) seems 
quite useful. "Governance is the impartial, transparent management of 
public affairs through the generation of a regime (set of rules) accepted as 
const i tut ing legi t imate author i ty,  for the purpose of p romot ing  and 
enhancing societal values that are sought by individuals and groups." 
However, this definition appears to be static in that it lacks a f irm link 
with the issues of change or development. Therefore, for purposes of this 
paper, we must also consider the broad definition provided by Landell- 
Mil ls as a base against which the impact of decentral izat ion can be 
assessed. He defines governance as "the use of political authority and 
exercise of control over a society and the management of i ts resources for 
social and economic development" (Landell-Mills, 1991 : 3). He goes on to 
say that his definition "encompasses the nature of functioning of a state's 
insti tut ional and structural arrangements, decision making processes, 
po l i c y  f o r m u l a t i o n ,  imp lemen ta t i on  capac i t y ,  i n f o r m a t i o n  f l o w s ,  
effectiveness of leadership, and the nature of the relationship between 
rulers a'nd ruled." 

Drawing upon these two definitions, the quality of governance can be 
seen as depending very heavily on a variety of factors, the most important 
of which can be summarized by the following: 

1) transparency in the elaboration, execution, and evaluation of 
budgets; 
2) open access to and opportunities for participation; 



3) the initiation of a variety of actions and policies by the public or 
their elected representatives, often at several different levels of 
government or administration; 
4) government responsiveness to demands expressed by the 
populace andlor their chosen representatives; 
5) a free flow of ideas and information which makes policies and' 
the choice of policies an open, informed process; 
6) a regular and open procedure for the selection of leaders. 

AI.1 of the  above ref lect the broader issue o f  accountabi l i ty .  They 
therefore respond directly to the prim.ary foci of the democracy initiative: 
"strengthening democratic representation ... supporting respect for human 
rights ...p romoting lawful governance ... and encouraging democratic values" 
( A .  1991: 9-10). It should be made clear that the purpose of this paper 
is not to provide a #full discussion of the notion of governance but to see 
how it relates to some key concerns of mur~icipal  government and the 
quality of the associated policy choices. However, it is worth noting that 
the concept of decentralization plays a prominent role in much of the 
thinking associated with governance (Hyden, 1991 ; Charlick, 1992). 

The key hypothesis which underlies the analysis on which thi.s paper 
is based is the idea that decent ra l iza t ion ,  b o t h  a s  a p r o c e s s  a n d  as 
an e n d  s t a t e  i n  t e r m s  o f  o rgan i za t i on  and  ope ra t i ons ,  i s  c l o s e l y  
r e l a ted  t o  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  gove rnance  i n  c o u n t r i e s  a t  e v e r y  l e v e l  
o f  develo.pment,  b u t  pa r t i cu l a r l y  i n  deve lop ing  c o u n t r i e s  s u c h  as  
T u n i s i a .  For  our  p u r p o s e s , t h e  w ide ly  a c c e p t e d  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  
decentralization provided by Rondinelli, Nellis, and Cheema (1983: 9) is 
quite useful: 

" D e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  c a n  b e  d e f i n e d  as  t h e  t r a n s f e r  o f  
responsibility for planning, management and resource raising 
and allocation from the central government and its agencies 
to :  (a) f ie ld  uni ts  of cent ra l  government  min is t r ies  o r  
agencies, (b) subordinate units or levels of government, (c) 
semi-autonomous public authorities or corporations, (d) area 
w i d e ,  r e g i o n a l  o r  f u n c t i o n a l  a u t h o r i t i e s ,  o r  ( e )  
nongovernmental private or' voluntary organizations." 

They go on to identify the four basic types of decentralization, devolution, 
deconcentration, delegation, and privatization. 

Findings on the impact of decentralization in developing countries --  

remain quite mixed. Much of the inconsistency can be.attributed to the 
f ac t  t h a t  t h e  co;relat ion be tween  " f o rma l "  d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  a n d  
successfully implemented decentralization is unfortunately quite low, or 
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in some cases nonexistent. While numerous countries have undertaken so- 
called decentralization progra'ms, primarily involving deconcentralion and 
delegation, rather than devolution, few have demonstrated the political 
will necessary for successful implementation (Conyers, 1983; Rondinelli, 
Nellis and Cheema, 1984; Chikolo, 1981 ; Vengroff and Johnston, 1987). 
However, the relationship between "successful" decentral izat ion and 
"good" governance is hypothesized by these authors to be quite high. 

Therefore, in order to undertake an assessment of the relationship 
between the program of decentralization currently being implemented in 
T.unisia and its impact, real and potential, on the quality of governance in 
,the country, we must first establish criteria in the form of empirically 
verifiable indicators of the seriousness or quality of decentralization 
programs. Using those indicators we can  presumably  ar r ive  at a 
pre l i r r~ inary assessment  of the cur rent  s tate of  decent ra l iza t ion  in 
Tunis ia,  i t s  cont r ibu t ion  to good governance,  i t s  po ten t ia l  fu ture  
contribution in this area, whether AID/RHUDO sponsored interventions are 
appropriate, and if  so how and at what levels they s h o ~ ~ l d  be targeted. 

The Measurement of Decentralization 
There are no universally agreed to criteria for assessing the quality 

of decentralization. The criteria suggested here are identified a s  critical 
and broadly applicable by these authors. They are not the only factors, and 
the operationalization of these variables may take many forms. A review 
of the literature and years working with decentralization programs in 
Africa and elsewhere have led us to the provisional formulat ion which 
follows. 

The relative quality of decentralization in  any country (D) can be 
judged as a function of three important factors: 1) scope (S); 2) intensity 

. (I); and 3) commitment (C). 

Each of these important factors w i l l  be defined in  turn a'nd subsequently 
operationalized in terms of measurable indicators which can be mutually 
agreed upon, independentlyverified, and used as the basis for comparisons 
between polit ical systems. This being a preliminary 'pass, they will of 
course require further refinement. 

S c o p e  refers to the  breadth or coverage o f  t h e  p rogram of 
decentralization. Does. it have truly national implications or is it very 
localized and limited in terms of intended application? Scope will be 



measured in terms of variables such as: 
a) Seoara~hic Coveraae'- Does the program of decentralization 
apply to the entire territory o f  the country in a geographic 
sense or is its application limited to a particular region, city, 
type of city, or zone?; 
b) Population - Are all of the people in the nation considered 
to be involved in the decentralization program or is it l imited 
to specific groups? Is there room for popular participation by 
all of the adult population or only for some particular subset 
thereof?; 
c) Substantive Areas of Concern - how broad is the subject 
matter which can be addressed by the various decentralized 
un i ts  or  leve ls?  I s  the i r  competence c i rcumscr ibed by  
services and activit ies strictly defined by the central state 
and how limited or broad are the areas that they can address? 

In the cases of all three variables mentioned above, 'the greater the level, 
the more significant the degree of decentralization and the greater the 
potential contribution to quality governance. 

I n t e n s i t y  refers to the levels of the bureaucracy and the nations 
finance which are formally involved. What levels of the bureaucracy have 
been successfully penetrated by some form of decentralization or are 
directly involved in the decentral ized design and  implementat ion of 
policy? This can be measured in terms of variables such as: 

a) Tvpe of Decentralization - Can the decentralization of the 
system be best characterized as deconcentration, delegation, 
devolu'tion, pr ivat izat ion, or some combinat ion thereof? 
Presumably the less direct state control exercised and the 
greater the independence of the localities, the greater the 
in tens i ty .  Independent ly ,  t h i s  var iab le  shou ld  no t  b e  
considered a necessary or sufficient condition for producing 
greater accountability and good governance; In con- bina at ion 
with the other factors here identif ied, i t  has considerable 
importance; 
b) Personnel Coveraae - What percentage of the civil service 
formally fal ls under the program of decentral izat ion and 
what is 'the relative size of the group which remains under 
full centralized administration and control?; 
c) Budaetarv Implications - What percentage of the national 
budgetary allocations go to support lower (decentral ized) 



levels of government/administration? What is  the trend in  
terms of the ratio of llocality to central expenditures over 
t ime?; 

Presumably as the budgetary impl icat ions, personnel  coverage and 
p r o f o u n d n e s s  ( t ype )  o f  d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  i n c r e a s e ,  t h e  l e v e l  o f  
accountability and the quality of governance increase. 

C o m m i t m e n t  re fers  to  the  leve l  and  qua l i t y  of suppo r t  for  
decentralization by the central government and its top policy makers and 
the degree to which that support manifests itself a t  various levels of 
administration/government. I t  can be operationalized in ternis of: 

a) Leaal Structure - The formal specif ication of author i ty 
through the creation of appropriate legal (texts in Francophone 
systems) mechanisms which establish and define local units 
and permit decentralized management to be implemented; 
b) Endurance - I s  t h e r e  a r e l a t i v e l y  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  
decen t ra l i zed  management?  Have  p rog rams  of  
decentralization survived regime changes, or are they short 
l ived and identified as regime specific? 
c) 'Personnel Qualitv - This refers to the relative quality and 
level of personnel in the bureaucracy seconded or posted to the 
lower levels of government. Considerations in this regard may 
include questions associated with whether or not a separate 
"local" public service has been created, and on recruitment, 
s a l a r i e s ,  bene f i t s ,  t r a i n i ng  o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  a n d  c a r e e r  
comparisons between local and central officials; 
d) Finance - Have adequate means for local finance been set 
aside for lower levels of administration/government either at  
the national level or through responsibility and control over 
local taxes. This includes an examination of the level and 
types of taxes collected, possibilities for an expanding tax or 
revenue base, and opportunities for government grants; 
e) Elected Officials - Here we refer to an assessment of the 
quali ty of elected officials at the local level, their level of 
experience, and education. This variable also refers to the 
degree to which local elected officials are perceived as having 
a direct link with a particular geographic distr ict or  set of 
constituents for whom they serve a representative function; 
f )  O f f i c i a l  Endorsements  - H a v e  t o p  o f f i c i a l s  o f  t h e  
government ,  bo th  po l i t i ca l  a n d  admin is t ra t i ve  f o rma l l y  
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endorsed decentralization? How often, in what contexts, and 
at what leve,ls?; 1 ' 

g) Par t ic i~at ion - Are there regular opportunities for popular 
pa r t i c i pa t i on  i n  t he  p rocess  .o f  loca l  p o l i c y  mak ing ,  
implementation, and evaluation? 
All of the above measures can be looked at in terms of -s 

and rates of chanae. I t  is  extremely important that both of these be 
considered. While the level may be relatively low in a developing country 
and hence the contribution of decentralization to good governance limited 
at a given point in time, significant changes can be expected to take place 
in some nations. These will perhaps be indicative of the development of 
serious potential for changes in the quality of governance. Interventions 
can be seen as logical and efficacious in the case where serious changes 
are already taking place in terms of decentralization, accountability and 
good governance, or where they are anticipated and could be promoted by 
such assistance. 

At this stage in the elaboration of a comparative methodology for 
operationalizing decentralization, much of the assessment must be based 
on judgmental data. In the long run, as comparable data become available 
on decentral izat ion in  a large number of countr ies, more complex 
indicators based on multivariate analysis wil l  be developed. In the 
interim, a panel of.experts is being used to assign ordinal values on a five 
point scale, to each of the components of decentral izat ion, scope, 
intensity, and commitment, based on the values, of the variables included 
as operational measures of each. 

Having established criteria for assessing decentralization and its 
potential contribution to good governance, we will now proceed with a 
selective description of key decentralization issues in  Tunisia. These 
issues are ident i f ied in  the fol lowing sect ions as f inance,  human 
resources, decentralized management organization, and the formal legal 
structure (the primary texts). This will be followed by the application of 
the operational model for assessing decentral ization to the current 
Tunisian context. In the final section, these data and findings will be used 
to identify strategic policy options for AlDlRHUDOlNENA for possible 
application in Tunisia. 

Decentra l izat ion in Tunis ia  

It should be underlined that, since independence, Tunisia has always 
been and will undoubtedly continue to be a unitary state. 'That is, all 
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levels of administration depend on the central government for their 
powers and very existence. As noted by the Director of ENA, "there are no 
local a m  in Tunisia." There is only the central government. - 
There are, however, powers which have been deconcentrated to the local 
levels of the administration. Even while deconcentration is taking place, 
the Ministry of the Inter ior continues to maintain a paral le l  set  of 
structures character ist ic of central ized terr i tor ia l  administ rat ion to 
represent the power of the State. The governors and delegues still play 
the role of "pr6fet" and "sous-prbfet" respectively, although the role of 
the governor has been slightly modified. In the rural area "Omdahs" still 
serve as heads of sectors under the "d6l6gu6s" (Moudoud, 1989). All local 
units described below should be viewed in the context of deconcentration 
and de legat ion rather than of devolut ion and the development of 
independent powers and local governments. 

The most important representative units in the system of territorial 
administration are the regional councils and the municipal councils. The 
regional councils, of which there are 23 (as of 1991), were first created 
as Consei l  de  Gouvernorat  in  1963 (Lakhdar,  1991).  They were 
significantly modified in February 1989 so as to make them less an 
advisory body for the governor and more an independent, representative 
policy formulating and planning body. The municipalities (250 in 1991), 
f i rs t  e s t a b l i s h e d  in  1956 ,  became ser ious  ( d e  ju re )  o r g a n s  of 
decent ra l iza t ion in 1975,  gained increased impor tance (de facto 
capabilities) in 1985 (Ben Salah, 1989), and became very serious concerns 
since the regime change in 1987. The principal texts which established 
the gouvernorats and the municipalities are summarized in another section 
of this report. 

The deconcentration of the administrative system in Tunisia takes 
two forms, 1) deconcentration within the context of the central ministries 
and 2) delegation and deconcentration in the context of the territorial 
administrat ion through the creation of regional counci ls,  munic ipal  
councils, and rural councils. In the case of the former, the chief official 
of each ministry at the regional level is  officially under the direction of 
the Governor of the region. All work at the regional level theoretically 
must be coordinated by the Governor and the Secretary General of the 
gouvernorats. All central government projects at the regional level are 
supposed to be approved and overseen by the Governor and the regional - 
council. The importance of this reform is demonstrated by the fact that 
the governor and I- is staff even manage the budgets for these projects. 

Further deconcentration takes place within the context of the 



various ministries operating at the regional and local levels. For example, 
the Ministry of Agriculture has helped establish rural associations, AIC 
(Associations d'lnteret Collective) to help manage the distr ibution of 
water. These associations are delegated the authority to manage local 
water distribution, to collect charges to individual households (in some 
cases even with regular meters, in  most cases, however, based on 
approximate family utilization), to pay for repairs and maintenance of 
equipment, and to make investments with the profits from the association. 
This greatly faci l i tates the work of the Ministry, reduces costs, and 
allows for popular input into the process of policy implementation. The 
Ministry of Health and several other ministries are also involved in similar 
collaborative efforts with the population. 

In the context of the territorial administration under the Ministry of 
the Inter ior (with the involvement of other ministr ies,  most notably 
Finance), the regional councils, municipalities and r ~ ~ r a l  councils have been 
established and modified over time. The gouvernorats, the regional 
councils, are composed of the region's depulies in the National Assembly, 
the presidents (mayors) of the municipali t ies in the region, and the 
presidents of the rural councils. The governors, who serve as presidents 
of the councils, also appoint individuals with special backgrounds and 
knowledge to serve on the counci l  or  i ts  commit tees as nonvot ing 
members. Although they are charged with regional planning and the 
coordination of all government programs in the region, it is the Governor, 
especially his secretary general for administration, who actually handle 
most regular operations. The mayors, as members of the council, play an 
important role and do have some independence in prioritizing actions at 
the regional level. The governor is not a representative of the region, but 
an appointee of the central government named by the President of the 
Republic to represent him at that level. Thus, once again, emphasis should 
be placed on these counci ls as playing the ro le of deconcentrated 
administrative structures of the state, rather than as independent local 
governments in  a pol i t ical ly decentral ized system character ized by 
devolution. "La region est ainsi organisbe davantage comme un espace 
d'art iculation des administrations centrales et locales que comme un 
niveau specifique et supplementaire de gestion et d'auto administration" 
(Lakhdar, 1989: 80). 

The municipal  counci ls,  l ike the  regional counci ls  are  str ict ly . 

creations of the State and can be dissolved by the State. They have been 
assigned certain key functions associated with the provision of services, 
particularly at the municipal level. "C'est une issue inevitable dans un 



Etat unitaire ou I'echelon local doit ob6ir en dernihre analyse a la volont6 
du pouvoir central" (Ben Salah, 1989: 139). They also levy and collect a 
variety of local taxes. For the municipalities, the most important of these 
in terms of total revenue are the "tax locative" (applied to residences), 
the tax on business establishments and, taxes on markets. Their expenses 
and investments are primarily in municipal services and infrastructure 
rather than directly in economic development. Within this framework, and 
with close financial oversight by the State, the municipalities can initiate 
action, decide on their budgets, hire staff, and contract for services. The 
cpuncils, which vary in size according to population, are elected for five 
year terms on the basis of a majority list system. The mayor (president) 
is selected by the counselors from among themselves and serves for a 
period coterminus with that of the council. Because of the one party 
dominant status of the regime, these elections have so far not really been 
competitive but are based on nomination to the party list of the dominant 
ruling party (Rassemblement Constitutionnel D6mocratiqueI RCD). 

Within the context of the f inancial  and personnel constraints 
imposed upon .them, decision making in the m~~n ic ipa l  councils seems to be 
relatively open. Committee hearings and council meetings are open to the 
public. Although attendance is relatively low, citizens groups do take 
advantage of meetings, especially committee meetings, to make their 
wishes known. The potential for access for NGOs and associational groups 
appears to be relatively high. The neighborhood associations (comit6 du 
quartier) are especial ly important in this regard. With appropriate 
nurturing, these groups could eventually become very salient actors at the 
municipal level. 

The rural councils, the membership of which is appointed by the 
Governor, can best be regarded as "pre-municipalities." That is they are 
small towns which, with appropriate population growth (minimum size is 
about 5,000), will eventually obtain the status of municipalities. They 
have no budget, very few resources and no permanent staff. They are 
represented by their president on the regional council. They do not cover 
al l  rural areas not served by municipal councils. Thus, some rural 
residents have no formal representation on a local representative council. 

The relatively new element added to the decentralization equation in 
Tunisia is the "quartier" associations. They have existed only since the 
rise to power of President Ben Ali. The President stated that "nous avons. 
en outre ordonne la creation de comites de quartier dans le but de 
sensibiliser le citoyen & son role civique et de I'amener ainsi a participer 
spontanibment aux activities relatives & I'hygihne et a la protection de 



I'environnement ..." These associations, for which formal texts do not yet 
exist, have begun to play 'a  very important role in the l i fe of many 
municipalities, a role which may increase significantly in the near future 
and extend well beyond the functions identified for them by the President. 

The  quar t ie r  commi t tees  appear  to f unc t i on  as l o c a l  non  
governmental groups capable of mobilizing the population in support of a 
variety of issues. They do not l imit themselves to those problems 
involving the environment and cleaning up their respective neighborhoods 
as suggested by the President. Although we did not have the opportunity to 
select and view a representative sample of quartier associations, the 
associations with which we did have direct contact represented both poor 
working class and clearly "bourgeois" neighborhoods. In addition, we had 
the opportunity to talk to many Tunisian central and local level officials 
about them. Therefore, these findings can be regarded as at least 
indicat ive of the breadth of exper ience which ex is ts  in "quart ier"  
committees. 

The quartier association visited in Ariana, a suburb of Tunis, appears 
to be very active in trying to fight environmental degradation brought on 
by a combination of uncontrolled growth and the failure of the central 
government in the past to insist on enviror~mental impact studies. As a 
result, the area of Ariana represented by the committee is suffering from 
flooding of the land because of a rising water table, the destruction of 
many valuable fruit trees, and various health and insect problems from the 
effluent from Tunis which flows through the area. They are suffering from 
the externalities of an internationally funded project designed to develop a 
new area around Lake Tunis. 

'This group is structured around a ten member "bureau" which has a 
diverse but  highly motivated and potent ia l ly  very powerfu l  set  of 
members. The leaders are relatively old and are drawn from the upper 
econorr~ic classes of the country. They are working like a classic local 
interest group, building and using alliances with other groups such as the 
local mosque (one of the members of the bureau is an Imam), with the RCD 
party cells, with local officials, and with an environmental group in order 
to get a fair hearing for their cause. Members have also used connections 
in the central government, the Governor's office, and on the municipal 
council to some advantage. They have mobilized local supporters, held a 
number of meetings and have even consulted lawyers to represent them in - 
a possible judicial Their main difficulty appears to be that 
they are trying to deal with a problem, the source of which is well beyond 
the bounds of the authority of a single municipality or even region. 



Another quartier association in which data were collected is based 
in a very poor working class heighborhood of the city of Kairouan. In spite 
of the humble origins of the members, the group appeared to be extremely 
well organized and highly motivated. They have produced an inventory of 
key issues for the quartier, prioritized those issues, noted the level of 
progress made in addressing each, and are making plans for future action. 
They have been successful in organizing their respective constituents, 
collecting relatively modest amounts of nioney for local projects, and 
engaging in neighborhood cleanup and self help projects. Although they are 
independent of the party, they cooperate with the party cell and have been 
relatively effective in making the municipal and regional councils aware 
of their needs. By engaging in several local projects on a voluntary basis, 
they are able to put some pressure on government officials for help. For 
example, they helped build a local nursery school. These authors observed 
them in an informal setting persuasively and forcefully making the case to 
the Secretary General of the Gouvernorat to extend electric lines to the 
school, with the costs to be paid by the regional council. 

These groups appear to represent an excel lent  base for  the 
development of grass roots democracy. They have thus far been allowed to 
function in a relatively free and open manner because they are regarded as 
civic rather than political organizations. Citizen support seems to be 
forthcoming because these associations are perceived to be  total ly 
independent of the Tunisian State. Concentrating on environmental and 
local community issues, which are viewed as apolitical, and steering clear 
of pol i t ica l  party activity, is, at the current juncture, a very sound 
strategy. If these groups prove successful, it is quite likely that they will 
expand the substantive areas of concern for which they provide input to 
and make demands on the municipal and regional councils, and even the 
central government. 

A major potential danger to these associations is posed by the 
upcoming national conference on the quartier associations. There is a 
strong likelihood that formal texts will be promulgated at that time which 
will greatly circumscribe the scope of their activities and have as an 
objective, the co-optation of these organizations. Once again, within the 
context of a centralized state, these associations will be delegated those 
powers  wh i ch  a re  perce ived  as  d i rec t l y  cons i s ten t  w i t h  cen t ra l  
government policy and interests. Overall, however, it appears that the.  
"genie" has been let out of the bottle. I t  will be extremely difficult for 
the government to not let these groups continue with their relatively 
independent role of promoting democratic participatory initiatives from 



below. 
Associat ional  l i fe  i n  'Tunisia appears to  b e  qu i te  r ich. Other 

associational groups could potentially play an important role in promoting 
overall decentralization and democratization. Some groups, such as the 
Tunisian Federation of Municipalities, appear to be little more than paper 
organizations (Minus, 1992). Assessment of the capabilities and potential 
of other such orgar~izations is beyond the scope of this paper, but is a 
direction worth pursuing in a subsequent study to be funded by A.I.D. 

Decentralization Issues 

Finance 
Finance remains a key issue in the l i fe of local  administrat ive 

agencies in  Tunisia as i t  is in virtually all other countries. There are 
considerable differences in the size of and financial resources available to 
T ~ ~ n i s i a ' s  250 municipalities (this number has recently grown to 264). In 
recognition of this, the Ministry of Finance classifies the municipalities 
into four different categories. Category One municipali t ies, the four 
major industrial and tourist centers (Tunis, Ariana, Sfax, Sousse), account 
for almost a third (32.3%) of all municipal revenues raised in Tunisia. 
Category Two (n=59, 1990) represents the regional centers, including most 
regional capitals. Together they account for the largest single share of 
municipal revenues nationally (45%). The largest category, Category 
Three (n=133, 1990), includes more than half of all municipalities, most of 
which are small, regional market towns. In spite of their numbers, they 
together account for only about twerity percent of the revenues raised by 
municipalit ies. The fastest growing municipality type, Category Four 
(n-50, 1990), is comprised of the smallest, and in most cases newest, 
munic ipa l i t ies .  Their  revenue base i s  ex t reme ly  sma l i  and  they 
collectively account for only about three percent of the nations municipal 
revenues. 

As a whole, the communes in Tunisia are able to finance less than 
half of their expenses from their own revenues. The.  most important 
sources of revenue for the communes are the property taxes on residential 
and commercial properties'and taxes on markets. 'The most significant 
source of support outside their proper local revenue, is the "Fond Commun 
des Collectivit6s Locales" (FCCL, 4loA of ordinary receipts for 1990). This '. 

fund was initiated in  1975 as part of the basic administrative reform 
designed to increase the revenue and capabilities of the municipalities. 
Al though there  i s  considerable var ia t ion  bo th  w i th in  and  between 



categories o f  municipali t ies, on the average, i t  accounts for a very 
important part of the revenue available to local communes for their annual 
budgets. In some of the smallest communes it accounts for up to 75 
percent of their annual revenue. The fund itself, was until 1988 composed 
of a variety of taxes collected at the national level and specially allocated 
to regional and local governments. Since 1988, the FCCL is funded through 
the central budget. 

This fund, FCCL, (which amounted to 96 million dinars during FY 92 - 
approximately $108 million U.S.) is initially divided into two parts, 75% 
which is allocated to collectivities and 25% which is kept as a reserve. 
The reserve is used to fund parastatal organizations like SONED and STEG 
which provide basic services like water and electricity and ONAS which 
provides basic waste water service. In addition, a portion of the reserve 
i s  des igna ted  f o r  t he  spec ia l  needs  o f  Tun is  a n d  t o  a s s i s t  t he  
municipalities which serve as the "capitals" of the regions (gouvernorats). 
The remaining 75% is divided between the urban communes (86%) and the 
regional councils (1 4%). 

The part of the FCCL allocated to the communes is divided into three 
'parts, one for basic liquidity ( lo%), one part based on population (45%), 
and one part based on. incentives associated with the local tax effort 
(45%). The first of these, the smallest of the three funds, is  divided 
equally among all 250 municipalities in the country to provide a core of 
funds, available to even the smallest and poorest of them. This amounted 
to about 25,000 Dinars per commune in 1992. The second fund is divided 
among the communes based on the percentage of the total national urban 
population living in the particular commune. Hence, the larger communes 
receive the most revenue from this part of the fund. For example, the six 
largest municipalities receive nearly twenty seven percent of these funds 
while the smallest 131 receive only about thirteen percent. 

The third part of the FCCL is designed to encourage or provide an 
incentive to communes to collect their local taxes, more precisely, the tax 
"locative." The tax "locative," the largest single local municipal revenue 
source, is the tax that the communes levy on the value of properties, 
houses, apartments and corr~mercial buildings, based on their projected 
value as rental units. For tax purposes, the assessment value of a property 
is fixed at  24 percent of the estimated annual rental value. Thus, a 
property which is estimated to rent for 100 dinars per month or 1200 D - 
per year would be assessed a "tax locative" of 288 D (1200 x .24) annually. 
'There is an upper limit to the total amount that any given property owner, 
including commercial operators can pay (20,000 per year) regardless of 



the value of the property. 
In  order to determine 'the distribution of this part of the FCCL, a 

three year period is  used as a base. This is done so as to mir~ i r r~ ize 
problems which might be created by unanticipated variations which occur 
in any given year due to economic, environmental, or other conditions 
which could have an important influence on the short run tax collection 
abilities of a municipality. Hence, the average total collection of the "tax 
locative" over a three year period (the current year plus the two preceding 
years) is used. This figure is then divided by the total "tax locative" 
cpllected nationally in all of the communes, again averaged over three 
years. The resulting percentage (the percentage of the total tax collected 
nationally which was col lected in  that  part icular commune) i s  then 
multiplied by the total funds included in the incentive portion of the FCCL 
to determine the revenue to be provided to that commune. 

There are several important implications for municipal finance from 
the way this tax is collected: 

1) The incentive port ion of the fund clearly rewards the richer 
communes. Nationally, it is estimated that only between forty and sixty 
percent of the potential "tax locative" is actually collected. This figure is 
lowest in  the smaller, poorly staffed municipalities. The larger, richer 
communes more frequently have competent staff to do .the assessments 
and to assist with assessments and the collection of the tax (it is actually 
collected by the "receveur d'etat"). 

2) S ince  there  i s  a re la t ive ly  low l im i t  to  t he  t o ta l  " tax sur  
6tablissments" (the commercial equivalent of the tax locative) which is 
paid by industrial and commercial establishments, (20,000 Dinarslyear) 
the potential irrrpact on the tax of a strong industrial base is diminished. 
This tends to modify the advantages which some of the richer communes 
might naturally enjoy. In fact some municipal officials complained that 
the tax l imit on large companies in  their areas is  unfair. They even 
suggested that the tax on some enterprises is much lower than the tax 
would be on comparable properties devoted to private residences. It also 
has the impact of subsidizing industry while leaving the municipalities in 
which they are located and whose services they consume wi th the 
problems of urban growth, but not the revenue to pay for addressing those 
problems and the necessary services. 

3) Because the distribution of this fund is based on a three year:  
average, the advantages of even a dramatic increase in tax collection rates 
in  any given year may be relatively difficult for municipal officials and 
councils to perceive. It  is only over a period of two or three years that the 



impact on FCCL revenues is likely to be really noticed. The apparent 
failure of many municipal oefficials to understand or perceive the direct 
and indirect advantages of increasing the rate of compliance with the "tax 
locative," also serves to l imit the potential impact of  the incentives 
provided. 

4) A small but growing number of communes (71 as of 1990) have 
been ab le  to  increase thei r  success in  co l lec t ing  t h e  tax due  to 
computerization and interventions such as the state of the art system 
provided by USAlD to Kairouan. The result is that these communes receive 
a double advantage, increased local collection and increased allocations 
from the FCCL. However, since the total pie to be distributed under the 
FCCL is based on national taxes collected and not directly related to the 
total col lected under the "tax locative," the impact is that the poorer 
and/or smaller communes which are not likely to obtain or be able to 
implement such new technology, fall further behind in their allocations 
under this part of the fund in both the relative and absolute senses. 

I t  i s  clear that the current formula for al locating the incentive 
portion of the FCCL does not really have the desired effect. It is estimated 
by a knowledgeable official in the Ministry of Finance that the officials in 
only about 30 percent of the communes realize that there are incentives in 
this portion of the FCCL. This was duly noted in the course of interviews 
conducted at the municipal level. Responsible officials in even some of 
the richer, more modern communes professed ignorance of the incentives. 
This may result from the fact that the regulations are very complex, 
officials lack appropriate training and information, and the tax is actually 
collected by an agent who works for the State rather than the commune. 

There is an additional serious problem associated with reliance on 
the "tax locative." It i s  based on an assessment of the rental value of 
property. Determining the rental value is often difficult. The agents who 
do the assessing are poorly trained and paid. Furthermore, they do not have 
the right to enter a house, and, therefore, must make their calculations on 
the basis of the number of rooms as indicated by the owner. Small bribes 
are often given to lower the room count and therefore the assessment. In 
addition, elected counselors indicate that they must spend an enormous 
amount  o f  t ime  address ing  t he  compla in ts  a n d  appea l s  o f  the i r  
constituents who feel that their property has been unfairly assessed. The 
results have an impact on both local taxes collected and on the FCCL. 
allocated to the commune. Better training and broader dissemination of 
computerized systems of record keeping could serve to increase local tax 
collection. 

17 



This brief note is not intended to give a full view of the problems of 
finance for the communes but only to highlight the diff iculties that they 
face by examining some of the problems associated with, what is for now, 
the most important tax and central  government contr ibut ion. A ful l  
evaluation of the financial status of the municipalities should probably be 
undertaken. It should be noted, however, that the finances available to the 
municipalities are not adequate for the services they are charged with 
providing at the local level. For example, the total revenue available to 
the 250 municipal i t ies from both local  taxes and central  government 
grants, subsidies and loans in 1989 and 1990 was only 204 million and 21 5 
million dinars, respectively (This is well below the annual budget for a 
typical land grant university in the U.S.). However, in these same years, 
due largely to the complexity of the accounting and approval process 
imposed on the municipalities by the central authorities, they were unable 
to spend all of the money available to them. For 1989 approximately 85 
percent was actually spent, while the comparable figure for 1990 is only 
slightly higher at  87.4 percent. However, i t  is  clear that major diff iculty 
occurs in the area of development related expenses. In that area only 76.7 
percent of available funds were actually spent in 1990. Almost all of the 
revenue allocated to ordinary expenses (96%) were spent in 1990. There is 
of course, considerable variation between municipalities in this respect. 

W h i l e  t h e  Gove rnmen t  of T u n i s i a  s e e m s  c o m m i t t e d  to  
d e c e n t r a l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  emphas i s  i s  c l e a r l y  on  c l o s e l y  c o n t r o l l e d  
deconcentration, rather than on anything approaching devolution. The 
m~~nic ipa l i t ies  are widely viewed by the Ministry of the Interior and the 
Ministry of Finance as the local representatives of central government 
authority. The class I and II municipalities have their budgets reviewed by 
the  cen t ra l  min is t r jes .  Budgets  fo r  the  sma l le r  c l ass  I l l  a n d  IV  
municipalit ies are reviewed at the regional level. However, even the 
latter often end up being reviewed at the central level because of the lack 
of adequate staff and analytic capabilit ies in the regions. The central 
authorities, through the budgetary, accounting and auditing processes are, 
at this point, not prepared to cede much authority to the local  level. 
Neither of these Ministries is likely to give up the polit ical power which is 
associated with control and oversight of those processes. They are quick 
to point out that these collectivities profit not only from the FCCL and 
direct support but from other projects run by the government in  the i r .  
r e s p e c t i v e  a reas ,  c u s t o m s  bene f i t s ,  s a l a r i e s  f o r  t ax  c o l l e c t o r s  
( receveurs) ,  and  State run  enterpr ises l ike the  e lec t r ic  and  water  
companies. Some Tunisian officials have suggested that the State'  



fiscality should be separated from the fiscality of the municipalities, but 
i t  is not a t  all clear that this is a position shared very widely in the 
central ministries. 

The situation regarding the regions is somewhat dif ferent. The 
governors are the regional  representat ives of the  state.  I t  is not  
insignif icant, however, that the membership of the regional counci ls 
include the mayors of the municipalities and the presidents of the rural 
councils, as well  as  the region's deputies in the National Assembly. 
Although budgets allocated to them directly are relatively small, .the fact 
that they now manage centrally funded development projects (including the 
budgets) indicates that very serious deconcentration of power is taking 
place in financial and policy implementation. 

Human Reso~~rce Issues 
The other almost universally cited problem for the communes is that 

of personnel .  I t  ref lects the  quant i ty and qual i ty  of staf f  tha t  the 
municipalities can either afford to engage or coax into working for a level 
of administration other than the central ministries in Tunis. On the one 
hand, 'the increasing demands for services at the municipal and regional 
level require more and better paid, better trained local functionaries. On 
the other hand, economic conditions, administrative reform and structural 
adjustment all require less government spending and fewer government 
agents. In addition, the tax base and other revenues available to the 
municipalities are not growing at a rate anywhere near that of the growth 
in demand for services and qualified staff to manage and irr~plement 'them. 
Already, about a third of all municipal expenses go to salaries. 

All but  a few of the biggest municipalit ies lack the staff they feel 
that they need. In fact a large number (60) of the smallest municipalities 
lack even the most important core staf f ,  the Secretary General  (the 
principal management official for the communes). Several key problems 
contribute significantly to this situation. Foremost among these is the 
fact that service in the regions or in the municipalities is not regarded as 
pos i t i ve  f rom a career  s tandpoint .  I n  the  smal le r ,  more  i so la ted  
municipalit ies the quality of life, access to schools for their chi ldren, 
good quality housing for themselves and the variety of cultural attractions 
available in Tunis are lacking. Opportunities for salaried employment for 
their wives are also limited in that environment. This sense of isolation : 
from the mainstream is even felt in the larger cities. The oppo r t~~n i t y  for 
training and participation in seminars is considered to be very important 
perk. Many functionaries feel that those outside the capital rarely receive 



timely information on, or invitations to part icipate in workshops and 
seminars. One functionary, 'herself a native of Sfax, the second largest 
city, said that she would love to live there where she could be close to her 
family, however, she felt that doing so would severely limit her career. 

In terms of the service, functionaries employed at the level of the 
municipalities are nominated by the Ministry of the Interior, maintain 
their connections with the service, and have some opportunit ies for 
promotion. 'They are , however, paid by the municipality and have a lower 
ceiling in terms of advancement than do cadres with comparable training 
e.mployed at the center. Because of the lack of trained professionals, many 
municipal tasks are performed by laborers. They constitute nearly 86 
percent of all municipal employees, whereas administrative personnel 
account for only seven percent. 

The situation in the smallest municipali t ies poses the severest 
problem of personnel and requires some immediate efforts to f ind 
remedies. Without officials available to do the technical work and to 
design and implement policy, decentralization at this level remains a 
hollow shell. For example, communal budgets often have to be redone by 
the staff of the "gouvernorats" or of the central ministries (Finance and 
Interior). In addition, the five year technical urban investment program 
(Plan d'lnvestissements Communal, PIC) prepared by each municipality, is 
often more a wish list than a plan. It is, therefore, generally ignored by 
the central  ministries. If the intention is  that the people and their 
representatives get more directly involved in proposing and implementing 
development programs and services i n  the municipali t ies, and that 
"transparence" be widely practiced, the professional  staff of these 
entities must be able to perform at least the most fundamental planning 
and budgeting exercises. 

At the level of the regions (gouvernorats) there has been a major 
change in the orientation of officials representing the various ministries. 
The top representat ives of each of the min is t r ies  i s  now d i rec t ly  
responsible to the governor. The governor in turn is charged with 
coordinating the work of all ministr ies operating in  the terr i tory he 
oversees. One of the key constraints on regional administrations in many 
countries has been the mixed loyalties and resultant reticence of agents in 
one ministry who find a matrix management format imposed on them to 
work outside their "home" ministry's structure. The tendency is to serve - 
the interests of the technical ministry rather than the priorities conceived 
at the regional level and the regional plan. Now, the top regional official 
for the ministries are all evaluated by their respective governors rather 



than their direct superior in  their own ministry. This has not resolved all 
of the problems at the regioilal level, but it has apparently resulted in 
greater cooperation in many "gouvernorats." I t  can not be emphasized too 
st rongly how important  a step th is  i s  as a means of under l in ing 
government support for deconcentration. 

Although Tunisia has a relatively large. number of wel l  t rained 
personnel and is in the process of improving conditions of ernployment 
outside of Tunis, several problems remain. The collectivities often lack 
the resources to engage the personnel they need, even when they can find 
wil l ing and qualif ied individuals. Duplication of ef fort  takes place, 
especially in the area of finance. Functionaries find working with the day 
to day pressures imposed on them by local elected officials difficult to 
adapt to.  Elected off ic ials often are not sensit ive to the needs of 
functionaries, as indicated by . t he  fact that no more than a very few 
municipalities have allocated anything in their budgets for staff training. 
Given limited resources, this is understandable. But it detracts from the 
desirability of service in the collectivities and' does not improve local 
management capabilities. 

The Government of Tunisia is very conscious of the magnitude of the 
problem and a recent report by Dr. Hatem Ben Salem, Formation et 
Perfectionnement des Cadres et  Agents des Col lect iv i tes Publ ique, 
Regionales et Locales (1991), made a series of recommendations for new 
long term training programs and in-service training. Recent changes have 
been initiated to make service in the collectivities more attractive. The 
grades to which one can be promoted while working in the collectivities 
have been improved. Special new training programs have been organized at 
ENA and new officials recruited to serve at the local level. It is expected 
that in the near future new texts will be promulgated which will formally 
establish the improved conditions of employment for these officials. 

Elected Officials 
The case of the elected officials i s  not altogether different from 

that of the local functionaries in that their qualifications and experience 
are often only marginally related t o  the municipal tasks they are charged 
with overseeing. This does not appear to be a major problem in the largest 
and richest of the municipalities, but for most of. the medium and smaller 
municipali t ies (the vast majority of a l l  communes) i t  raises serious.. 
issues. ' As of 1991 there are 3,784 e!ected munic ipal  counselors 
throughout the country, including 250 presidents (mayors),  92 vice 
presidents (heads of the arrondissments which exist i n  some of the larger 



municipalities) and 1,209 assistants (usually comrr~ittee chairs). The level 
of preparation of counselors: both academic and experiential, is generally 
agreed to not be adequate for them to make the kinds of decisions with 
which they are confronted on a daily basis. 

A study of the elected counselors designed to produce a profile and 
identify their training needs would be extremely useful. For example, 
although we know that 19 percent (521) of the counselors are female, we 
do not know how many of them occupy leadership roles, if they are 
confined to a particular region, type and size of municipality, etc. These 
and many other important questions, directly relevant to the issue of 
democracy and governance could be addressed by such a study. 

The key leaders of the councils include the mayor (president), the 
vice presidents and the pres'idents of the f ive or  six most important 
committees (commissions). These individuals, in most cases, are the best 
prepared members of the councils. Even they, however, lack the basic 
experience and training to effectively perform their functions. Thus, from 
the standpoint of the elected municipal councils, significant changes or 
improvements, especially in the capabilities of the committee chairs is 
essential. 

Tun is ia 's  Decent ra l i za t ion  Program a n d  t h e  I s s u e  o f  Governance  

Much of what has been written about decentralization in Tunisia has 
been quite critical of the approach bein,g taken, its implementation, or both 
(Moudoud, 1989; Nellis, 1985; Larson, 1991 ; Lakhdar, 1989; Ben Salah, 
1989). In this paper we will attempt to use the more systematic measures 
identif ied in  an earlier section to assess the "quality" of decentralization 
in Tunisia and hence its contribution, both real and potential to good 
governance. These measures also provide a relatively sound basis for 
comparison of Tunisian decentralization with that of other developing 
countries. The three key factors, scope, intensity, and commitment, and 
the operational variables which serve as their proxies will be discussed in 
turn. The crit ical interactions between factors and the resultant overall 
impact will then be examined. 

Scope 
The scope (breadth or coverage) of the program of decentralization; 

as measured by geographic and population coverage and substantive areas 
of concern appears to be relatively high. The decentralization program has 
been applied to almost all areas of the country and to almost the entire 



population. Nearly five million of Tunisia's seven million people reside in 
the 250 municipalities. Only'a few rural areas remain outside the purview 
of municipal or rural councils, and all are included under the umbrella of 
the regional councils (at least theoretically). 

The areas of substantive concern addressed by the collectivities are 
extremely broad, especial ly at  the regional level, where vir tual ly all 
development projects and central services come under consideration. The 
municipal councils have a more limited scope of interest than do the 
regional councils, but even at the municipal level, the range of issues 
which are, or can be dealt with is quite broad. For example, municipal 
councils are involved in issues ranging from water, l ighting, and solid 
waste disposal to libraries, cultural activities, youth clubs, preschools, 
and the management of markets. In addition, since the mayors of the 
municipalities all serve on the regional council, they have some input into 
broader issues of regional development and planning. 

On  a scale of one to five, with five representing the maximum scope 
and one an  extremely l imited scope fo r  decentral izat ion, Tunis ia is 
considered by these analysts as rating a score of 3.5 - 4. This indicates a 
relatively good scope for decentralization, especially in comparison with 
many other third world countries. 

ln tensi tv  
T h e  i n t ens i t y  o f  decen t ra l i za t i on  i s  m e a s u r e d  h e r e  by  t he  

profoundness (type) of decentralization being implemented, the range of 
public sector  personnel interested in  it, and the nat ional  budgetary 
implications. Decentral ization in  Tunisia, as noted above, i s  str ict ly 
limited to deconcentration. Tunisia is a unitary state and as such, all 
levels  of adminis t rat ion are creatures of the s ta te .  Reg iona l  and  
municipal councils, although charged with important local and regional 
tasks, remain the lower rungs in a central administrative structure. The 
power they exercise could theoretically be withdrawn by the State at  any 
time. The regional levels of the central ministries have also experienced 
some degree of deconcentration with the setting up of reporting and 
coordinating responsibilities to the regional governor and the creation of 
groups like the AIC (~ssoc ia t ion '  d1int6ret Collectif). However, even with 
these important steps, the Ministry of the Interior maintains a parallel, 
h ighly  cen t ra l i zed  sys tem based on  t h e  o lde r  f o rm  of  p re fec tu ra l -  
administration. Decentralization is being undertaken in a serious fashion 
by the state, but in a lirr~ited form (deconcentration). 

Personnel coverage under deconcentration in Tunisia is limited but 



growing. Most personnel in Tunisia's public bureaucracy remain closely 
tied to the central administrative structures. Even those functionaries 
(cadres) employed and paid by the municipalities, still figure as part of 
the Ministry of the Interior. There is no separate regional or local service, 
but i t  appears that special statutes and training programs are being 
prepared to create one. Thus, the coverage, in terms of personnel, is at 
th is t ime qu i te  l imited. Even wi th separate s tatutes,  the  revenues 
ava i l ab l e  t o  mun ic ipa l i t i es  w i l l  l im i t  t he  number  of  " cadre "  l eve l  
personnel who will be engaged. At the regional level, the councils, rather 
t h a n  h a v i n g  t h e i r  o w n  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  s t a f f ,  s h a r e  t h e  e x i s t i n g  
administrative staff of the Ministry of the Interior. Considerable strides 
in decentralization have been made in the deconcentration efforts of some 
of the technical ministries, with agriculture and health leading the way. 
In sum, t he  personnel  impl icated in  decent ra l i za t ion  is  l im i ted  bu t  
growing. 

The budgetary implications of Tunisia's decentralization program are 
quite significant in national terms, but do not appear to have kept pace 
with the overall growth of the national budget (Nellis, 1985). However, 
al though resources avai lab le direct ly to  the munic ipa l  counc i ls  are 
l imi ted,  some of f ic ia ls  i n  the Min is t ry  of F inance a rgue  tha t  when 
"indirect" subsidies and contributions to the municipalit ies are taken into 
account, the national budgetary implications of local administration have 
grown very significantly. With centrally funded development projects in 
the regions now coordinated and managed at the regional level by the 
governors and the regional councils, f inance a t  th is  leve l  may also 
arguably be said to have increased significantly. 

The  overa l l  assessment of the in tensi ty  of decent ra l i za t ion  in 
Tunisia, based on the three measures discussed above, is that it is low to 
moderate, but increasing. In con~bination, these measures of intensity 
seem t o  b e  f a i r l y  s t a b l e ,  w i t h  s o m e  s u g g e s t i o n  t h a t  m o d e r a t e  
improvements can be expected in the future. Again using the same five 
point scale, intensity should be rated between 2 and 2.5. 

Commitment 
The last of the three major factors, commitment, i s  operationalized 

in  te rms of  a set  of seven d i f ferent  var iab les  assoc ia ted  w i t h  the  
institutionalization of a program of decentralization. In the case of the.. 
first of these, the legal structure, a significant number of texts have been 
promulgated which provide a relatively clear delineation of the role and 
functions of decentralized administration at  the regional, municipal, and 



rural levels. The texts have been revised and modified over the years to 
both clarify and strengthen the meaning of deconcentration in Tunisia. In 
sum, a solid legal foundation for decentralization can be said to have been 
put in place. 

The endurance or perseverance of decentralized organs of the state 
is quite good. It dates from the early days of independence, with several 
modifications and innovations having been made over the years. The 
process has not only survived a major regime change in 1987, but has 
continued to expand. The endurance of decentralization in Tunisia is 
indicative of a positive value associated with it and hence, of a moderate 
dAegree of institutionalization. 

The quality of the bureaucratic personnel assigned to the regions and 
municipalities is, with important exceptions, quite modest. There are as 
of yet no incentives for working in the regions and no separate statutes 
establ ishing condit ions for the employment of cadres a t  th is  level .  
Assignment to the regions is viewed as having negative implications for 
one's career. The overwhelming numbers of municipal employees are 
laborers, many of whom lack the training necessary for the functions they 
actually perform. The overal l  picture is being improved but  on  this 
variable the situation is  not yet indicative of a high level of commitment 
by the government. 

F inance  fo r  -the loca l  uni ts ,  espec ia l l y  t he  mun ic ipa l i t i es ,  i s  
complicated and inadequate to the tasks at hand. Taxing authority is 
reasonably broad but not fully exploited. However, given the overall 
financial status of the country and, when comparisons are made with other 
developing countries, the financial commitment is relatively high. 

Elected officials at  the local level in  all but the biggest cit ies and 
the well off suburbs of Tunis are poorly trained and not well prepared to 
address urban functions. They do appear to serve the representational 
function to the extent of seeking patronage, pr imari ly jobs for their  
constituents, and helping in appeals of tax assessments under the tax 
"locative." This variable, as an indicator of commitment i n  Tunisia,  
scores low to moderate. 

Off icial public endorsements for decentralization by  top Tunisian 
officials, including the President, are made quite regularly. Numerous 
instance of both public utterances and newspaper accounts attest to this. 
Translating these endorsements into action has been slow but steady.. 
Commitment, in this sense, appears to be moderate or stronger. 

There are both formal and informal procedures and opportunities for 
popular part icipation in  the local pol icy making process through the 



counci l  committees, local  associational groups, the  party ce l ls ,  and 
neighborhood assoc ia t ions~ ,  Electoral part icipation is open but  voter 
turnout is, due to the lack of serious competition, quite low. Overall, 
opportuni t ies for part ic ipat ion are moderate but  growing. How the 
government  hand les  t he  issue and  con ten ts  of new tex ts  fo r  the  
neighborhood associations, expected sometime in the Spring of 1992, will 
provide important complementary evidence in #this regard. 

Evaluat ion of t he  var ious ind icators of commi tment  produces 
somewhat mixed results. The fact that most of these measures are at 
least moderate, and some are quite strong, suggests that the general level 
o'f c o m m i t m e n t  to  decen t ra l i za t i on  i n  T u n i s i a  i s  r e l a t i ve l y  h i gh .  
Furthermore, when compared with other developing countries, especially 
Francophone countries, Tunisia's commitment to decentralization is very 
strong. On our five point scale, Tunisia easily rates a 3 or a 3.5 for 
commitment. 

When we try to keep the whole picture in mind and regard the 
combinat ion of scope, intensity and commitment to decentral izat ion, 
Tunisia does reasonably well. The quality of decentralization in Tunisia 
places it in the role of one of the leaders among African and Middle Eastern 
nations. Although there is a long way to go, there has been considerable 
progress over the years. It has gone well beyond the stage of rhetoric, and 
a l though not  u r~ i ve r sa l l y  endorsed by Tun is ian  po l i t i ca l  e l i t es  and 
intellectuals, deconcentration has become a valued part of the Tunisian 
polity. Based on this preliminary analysis, it seems reasonably safe to 
argue that Tunisia has passed a significant threshold along the way to a 
fully institutionalized system of deconcentrated power at  the regional and 
municipal levels. To the extent that sound governance is developing in 
Tunisia, athe program of decentralization can be said to expected to be an 
important contr ibut ing factor. Support ing and st rengthening of the 
process of  deconcentrat ion as a way of improving governance and 
strengthening democracy is clearly indicated. 



Tunisia Decentralization 

0 n f (S. I, C) 
Scale Score 

Geographlc Coverage 3.5 

Population coverage . 3.5 

Substantive Areas 4 

THE MEASUREMENT OF DECENTFWIZATK)N IN TUNISIA 

Scale score 

INTENSITY 2.0 - 2.5 

Type of Decentralization 2 

Personnel Coverage 2 

Budgetary lmpllcations 2.5 

OVERALL SCORE d.0-3.5 

'The quality of Decentralization is a function of the scope, intensity and commitment in a nation. 
"Scale scores range from 1, very low, to 5 very high. 

Scale Score 

COMMITMENT 3.0 - 3.5 

Legal Structure ' 3.5 

Endurance 4 

Personnel Quality 2.5 

Finance 2.5 

Elected Officials 2.5 

Officlal Endorsements 3.5 

Participatlon 3 
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Provisional Strategy and Action Plan 
1 

B a s e d  on  t h e  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  s y s t e m  o f  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  
decentralization in place and the evolution of that system in Tunisia, it 
seems that decentralization is being taken quite seriously. It is a process 
which, although far from ideal, is nonetheless capable of contributing to 
democratic development. Opportunities for citizen and associational group 
input into the policy making process at the municipal and regional levels 
have never been greater. The relative strength of decentralization in 
Tunisia suggests that, with proper support, it could serve to significantly 
iinprove the quality of governance in the country. 

In  the context of decentral ization in  Tunisia, the municipal i t ies 
represent the critical building blocks for good governance. They provide 
many of the key services on which citizens rely, day in and day out. In 
addi t ion,  w i th  the g rowth  of assoc ia t iona l  g roups ,  espec ia l l y  the 
"quartier" committees, municipalit ies provide a greater opportunity for 
direct cit izen participation than any other level of administration in the 
Tunisian Government. In light of these important developments, a strategy 
should be developed to provide support to the growth of good governance by 
institutionalizing decentralized administration. Such a strategy should 
include efforts to  strengthen governance a t  the col lect iv i ty  level  by 
increasing the capabilities of 1) elected officials to make informed policy 
choices, 2) of adminis t rat ive and  technical  s taf f  t o  e f fec t ive ly  and 
transparently implement those policies, and 3) for associational groups to 
provide input and feedback into these processes. What is suggested here is 
an i ns t i t u t i ona l  s t ra tegy  t o  p rov i de  h igh  qua l i t y ,  c o s t  e f f e c t i v e ,  
independent and enduring assistance to the three sets of critical actors in 
this process, elected officials, local administrative and technical staff, 
and non governmenta l  associat ional  g roups such as  the  "quar t ier"  
committees. 

The primary needs at this point appear to be those associated with 
increasing the responsive capabilities of municipal and regional councils. 
Many new municipalities have been created in recent years to address the 
problems associated with the rapid pace of urbanization and to bring 
government closer to the people. The greater the level of responsiveness 
of localities to the needs and demands of the local population, the greater 
the prospects for the growth of commitment to democratic values and.  
participation. Unfortunately, low voter turnout rates associated with the 

- lack of serious competition during the 1990 municipal elections did not 
cont r ibu te  to  popu lar  con f idence  i n  loca l  e l ec ted  o f f i c i a l s  o r  the  



legitimacy of municipal administration. In order to overcome this problem 
the most  immediate needscat the munic ipal  leve l  are for improved 
capabilities to address the critical policy concerns of the communes and 
their citizenry. In the longer term, a more open electoral process should 
be supported. 

What are the strategic areas for modification in Tunisia's system of 
decentralization? An examination of the results of the effort to assess 
the quali ty of decentralization in Tunisia gives some indication of the 
direction in which A.I.D. should consider moving. In terms of scope, there 
is l itt le that can or for that matter should be done. Geographic and 
population coverage are both naturally increasing, and near universal 
coverage can be expected in the not too distant future. The substantive 
areas of concern for municipal and regional administration are already 
quite broad. The real question here is whether municipal and regional 
councils and their associated administrators will be able to successfully 
manage all of these areas and implement appropriate policies to address 
the many concerns of the citizenry in their respective geographic zones. 

In the domain of intensity, scores tend to be relatively low. There is 
little l ikelihood that Tunisia will become something other than a unitary 
state. Therefore, the type of decentralization wil l  undoubtedly remain 
some form of deconcentration. However, the degree of local autonomy 
seems to be increasing quite rapidly. The result may be a type of de facto 
although not de jure devolution, especially in the larger, more successful, 
municipalities. The most serious weakness is in the area of personnel. 
Civil servants working at the municipal and regional level must be given 
both appropriate training and benefits if the quality of personnel working 
outside the capital is to be significantly improved. The Tunisian state 
must also be encouraged to increase i ts financial commitment to the 
municipalities if they are to provide the kind of services required. 

The final component of the decentralization equation, commitment, 
is one which, although exhibiting strengths on some measures, also 
highlights the key areas of concern. What stands out is the relatively low 
scores for personnel qual i ty and the  qual i ty and training of e lected 
officials. This is of course further compounded by the personnel issues 
associated with intensity. These factors become even more significant in 
light of the fact that the substantive areas of decision making covered by 
decentralization are quite broad. Capable personnel, both elected and civil. 
servants, are an absolute necessity if the municipal i t ies and regional 
councils are to develop and function effectively. Without improvements in 
the quality of personnel, the quality of decentralization will not improve 



and its contribution to good governance and hence democratization will not 
~ncrease. I ,  

Increased popular participation remains a medium and long term 
. objective. Part icipation can be  expected to increase i f  one of two 

conditions prevail. I f  the quality of local service improves and local 
administration is seen as responsive to local needs, legitimacy will be 
augmented and participation can be expected to increase. Individuals as 
well as associational groups will begin to regard local pol i t ics as an 
appropriate outlet for their immediate needs and interests, rather than the 
current perspective which requires directing attention to the center in 
~ u n i s .  Alternatively, a failure by these institutions at the local level to 
respond to local needs, may lead to participation being vented through 
opposition groups as was the case in Algeria recently. 

In l ight of these findings, what are the most feasible options for 
A.I.D. to provide assistance which will contribute to the dual objectives of 
improv ing the  qua l i ty  of governance - p romot ing  leg i t imacy  and  
contributing to the development of democratic pluralism in Tunisia. The 
most important goal ought to be to increase the responsive capacity of 
local administration. Three tactics seem worth pursuing: 1) improving the 
quality of elected officials and the civil service in  the municipalities and 
regions; 2) increasing the availability and quality of information available 
to local decision makers to assess policy options and make informed 
decisions; 3) supporting the growth of associational groups capable of 
participating in  the political process. These in turn suggest four practical 
areas for possible support by the donor community. 

Human  resource^: 
1) Trainina Proarams for elected officials which wol-lld be initially 
targeted in three specific directions; 
a) orientation training for newly elected counselors which 
would include notions of democratic governance and 
representation; 
b) management training for the core elected officials of the 
municipalities. This would be targeted particularly at the 
president (mayor), vice presidents, and presidents (chairs) of the 
four or five key committees of each council; 
c) specialized training in some key s1,lbstantive areas such as 
the environment for the heads andlor members of the 
environmental commissions. 

This training would increase the quality of the representation provided by 



the elected officials to their constituents and improve the ability of key 
conimission heads to interface effectively with the technical staff and to 
operate on the basis of modern management principles (see Kraieni, 1990). 

Information 
a) A ~ ~ l i e d  Research - Support should be provided in the form of 

expertise in the area of applied research, particularly policy analysis, 
program evaluations, public opinion surveys, privatization and private 
sec to r  r e l a t i ons ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l  i s sues ,  f i n a n c i a l  a n a l y s i s ,  the  
ident i f i ca t ion  of t ra in ing needs and  in t ra  counc i l  o rgan iza t ion  and 
operations. This would serve to greatly increase the capacity of the 
councils to respond to popular demands, adjust programs as necessary, 
ident i fy beforehand the impl icat ions of new programs and  evaluate 
existing efforts. It also provides the basis for assessing public opinion 
regarding priority issues for consideration and enhances the responsive 
capabilities of the elected municipal officials and the municipalities as a 
whole. Similar support could be provided to associational groups like 
"quartier" committees. 

b) Documentation and Communications - A documentation center 
which contains the relevant texts, studies, books, journals, magazines and 
newsletters from both Tunisia and other democratic countries should be 
established. This service should be gradually extended to the various 
regions so that each "gouvernorat" wil l  have i ts  own documentat ion 
center. This center and its regional satellites will provide easy access to 
information and other forms of support to both elected counselors and 
municipal cadres. The documentation center should also be charged with 
the task of producing a newsletter which will promote the exchange of 
ideas, experience, and general information between municipal officials 
around the country. 'The use of local radio and the development of special 
programs to cover municipal issues is also an area worth exploring. 

S u ~ ~ o r t  for Associational G r o u ~ s  
3) Assoclatlonal Groups 

. . - The same services mentioned above, 
training of staff and group leaders, and the provision of information and 
research support services could be provided directly to associational 
groups or provided in the context of programs targeted primarily at the 
municipalities and regional councils. Such assistance could serve as a 
support for the development of national associational groups such as the 
Federation of Municipalities, local groups such as the quarGtier committees, 



and other local interest groups. 
1 

Institutional S U D D O ~ ~  

A Tunisian institution(s) which can provide support to both elected 
and admin is t ra t ive  munic ipa l  o f f i c ia ls  in  te rms of  t ra in ing,  po l icy  
analysis, applied research, documentation services and communications is 
(are) needed. There are very few Tunisian inst i tu t ions capable of 
effectively performing al l  of these diverse but related functions. The 
Federation of Municipalities is, although attractive on paper, a very weak 
o'rganization with very l imited capabilities (Minus, 1992). While some 
loca l  p r i va te  consu l t ing  f i rms  might  pa r t i c ipa te  a t  some l eve l  i n  
reinforcing the capabilities of the localities, they have limited practical 
experience in doing so, and lack the broader perspective required. At this 
point, the University and the private training institutions lack both the 
interest and motivation to get involved. 

Consistent  wi th the goals of pr ivat izat ion and admin is t ra t ive  
re fo rm ,  t h e  u l t i m a t e  o b j e c t i v e  s h o u l d  b e  t o  o f f e r  s e r v i c e s  to 
municipalities, regional councils, and associational groups on a fee for 
service basis. However, initially i t  wil l be necessary to market these 
services, adjust them to the needs and desires of the clients, and to 
demonstrate their value. Therefore, should A.I.D. support such a program, 
in the short run, during the first two to three years, these services should 
be provided either free of charge or for a nominal fee. Gradually, during 
the fourth and fifth years, services can be contracted out and training fees 
charged at rates more directly related to real costs. 

Funding s h o ~ ~ l d  take one of four forms or some combination thereof: 
a) d i r ec t  suppo r t  in the form of a three year grant to a Tunisian 
institution(s), either public or private which on the basis of 
competitive bids appear capable of providing such services; 

b) setting up a permanent  endowment,  the interest from which 
can be used as the core funding for an annual program; 

c) grants could be .made directly' to both Tunisian institutions and to 
associational groups representing municipalities. The associational 
groups' support would come in the form of v o u c h e r s / c r e d i t s  which .. 
could be applied toward training, research, and other support from 
the selected institutions in any combination the groups prefer; 



d) Alternatively, voucherslcredits issued to municipalities could 
be used to obtain appropriate services from whatever source i t  is 
available, including both private consulting firms and public and 
privately supported training institutions. 

I n  the immediate future, the seemingly most appropriate existing 
organ izat ion l ins t i tu t ion  i n  Tun is ia  to  prov ide t he  k i n d  o f  suppor t  
envisioned here is ENA (Ecole Nationale d'Administration), and more 
precisely, CREA (le Centre de Recherche et d'Etudes Administrative). This 
center may be the best choice because i t  has a relatively high degree of 
autonomy, is already partially financed by a private non-profit foundation, 
and has a sound institutional base in ENA, with all of the status associated 
with that entity. In addition, CREA has broad experience in organizing and 
implementing training programs. 

Within CREA, it would be useful to set up a "Cellule des Etudes et 
Recherche Interurbain."  The Center should have a fu l l - t ime staff  
consisting of at least a political science/public adminislration specialist, 
a sociologist, an economist and an urban planner. Specialists with other 
competencies could be brought in for short term assignments as required. 
ENA and CREA will r e q ~ ~ i r e  some technical assistance to upgrade their 
capab i l i t ies  to  more fu l ly  respond to the  expressed  needs of  the  
municipalit ies in all of the domains identif ied above (training, applied 
research, and communications). Establishing a linkage between ENA and an 
appropriate U.S. institution or consortium might be the most efficacious 
way to address this problem. Such a linkage could be funded through AID'S 
University Center (BIFADEC) linkage program, with support from USIS, 
with a mission funded linkage, or some combination of these. Under such a 
linkage, there would be exchanges of faculty, development of new training 
materials, establishment of a collaborative applied research program, and 
ongoing training of trainers. 

The approach recommended here is the use of CREA as a core around 
which to bu i ld  an e f fec t ive  munic ipal  support  s t ructure.  A mul t i -  
disciplinary team acting in response to clearly defined needs identified in 
a co l labora t i ve  manner wi th munic ipa l  e lec ted and  admin is t ra t i ve  
o f f i c ia l s  i s  t he  ideal .  . Tra in ing,  app l ied  research,  po l i cy  s tud ies ,  

, documentation and communication services would all be made available. A 
system of financing should be selected to maximize both independence. 
from external control and responsiveness to local needs. 



Annexes 

1 ) Bibliography on Decentralization in Tunisia 

2) Abstracts of the most important Government Texts on 
Decentralization 

3) Tables on Municipal Finance, 1990 
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